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VERA HIRSCHBERG 


BUDAPEST'S BLUE JEANS CRAZE 
ANNCR: 

NEXT MONTH, A FACTORY IN BUDAPEST WILL BEGIN TO MANUFACTURE 
LEVIS ~~ THE AMERICAN BLUE JEANS THAT ONCE SYMBOLIZED IN HUNGARY 
REBELLIOUS YOUTH AND CAPITALIST DECADENCE. BUT BLUE JEANS HAVE 
TAKEN ON A NEW RESPECTIBILITY IN HUNGARY AND, INDEED, MAY EVEN 
HAVE BECOME STATUS SYMBOLS....AS WE HEAR FROM VOA'S VERA 
HIRSCHBERG. 

VOICE: 

TO SOME OBSERVERS IT APPEARS SOMEWHAT IRONIC THAT THE MAY 
FIRST CLOTHING FACTORY IN BUDAPEST WILL, WITH OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT 
BLESSING, BFGIN PRODUCING DUPLICATES OF AMERICAN BLUE JEANS NEXT 
MONTH UNDER AN AGREEMENT WITH THE LEVI STRAUSS COMPANY OF SAN 
FRANCISCO. TWENTY YEARS AGO, HUNGARIAN AUTHORITIES ATTACKED 
JEANS AS A CAPITALIST FAD AND SYMBOL OF THE DECADENT WEST. EVEN 
MORE IRONIC, PERHAPS, IS THE FACT THAT LEVIS, THE RUGGED AND 
PRACTICAL BLUE JEANS ONCE TOUTED AS THE AMERICAN WORKINGMAN'S 
UNIFORM, HAVE BECOME A SYMBOL OF AFFLUENCE IN HUNGARY AND OTHER 
PARTS OF EASTERN UROPE. 

WHEN LEVI STRAUSS, A GERMAN-JEWISH IMMIGRANT BEGAN TO 
FASHION HIS JEANS IN MID-NINETEENTH CENTURY CALIFORNIA, THEY 
WERE DEEMED FIT TO BF WORN ONLY BY RUGGED WORKING MEN -- COWBOYS, 
GOLD MINERS AND LABORERS -- WHO HAD GONE WEST TO SEEK THEIR 
FORTUNES. SUCH WAS THE REPUTATION OF THE TOUGH, BLUE DENIM PANTS, 
THAT THEY WERE DUBBED BY SOME AS "THE PANTS THAT WON THE WEST," 
THROUGH THE YEARS, THE POPULARITY OF LEVIS TOOK HOLD IN THE 
AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITIES OF THE MIDWEST AND THE SOUTH. BUT IT 
WASN'T UNTIL THE LATE 1950S AND THE EARLY 1960S THAT BLUE JEANS 


BEGAN TO BE POPULAR AMONG AMERICAN YOUTH, PARTICULARLY THOSE IN 
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WHAT CAME TO BE CALLED THE URBAN COUNTERCULTURE. TODAY THE CRAZE 
FOR THE SHRINKABLE, FADEABLE AND DURABLE BLUE JEAN HAS NOT ONLY 
SPREAD THROUGHOUT THE UNITED STATES, BUT THROUGHOUT THE WORLD. 

IN RECENT YEARS, IN EASTERN EUROPE AND PARTICULARLY IN HUNGARY, 
SMUGGLING OF BLUF JEANS MADE IN AMERICA HAS BECOME A PROFITABLE 
INDUSTRY. SURPRISED AMERICAN TOURISTS HAVE BEEN OFFERED AS MUCH 
AS 150 DOLLARS FOR A PAIR OF JEANS WHICH MAY HAVE COST THEM LESS 
THAN ONE-TENTH THE PRICE AT HOME. HUNGARY, THE MOST AFFLUENT 
COUNTRY IN EASTERN EUROPE, HAS, IN RECENT YEARS, TRIED TO STEM THE 
BLACK MARKET IN IMPORTED JEANS, BY ENCOURAGING ITS MANUFACTURERS TO 
MAKE THEIR OWN. BUT, APPARENTLY, DEMAND FOR THE REAL THING 
CONTINUED, SOME SAY THIS WAS BECAUSE THE HUNGARIAN JEANS LACKED TWC 
QUALITIES OF THEIR AMERICAN COUNTERPARTS: THEY DIDN'T SHRINK TO FIT 
TIGHTLY AND THEY DIDN'T FADE. BUT ALL THIS WILL CHANGE NEXT MONTH 
WHEN THF MAY FIRST CLOTHING FACTORY BEGINS PRODUCING LEVIS WHICH 
WILL BE ALMOST EXACT DUPLICATES OF THF ORIGINALS. REPORTS FROM 
BUDAPEST INDICATE THAT THE FACTORY IS ALREADY OVERWHELMED WITH 
ORDERS FROM HUNGARIANS WILLING TO PAY THE 50 DOLLARS A PAIR THE 
JEANS WILL COST. THE FACTORY IS GEARING UP TO PRODUCE MORE THAN 
ONE MILLION PAIRS OF LEVIS A YEAR AND A TEAM OF HUNGARIAN WORKERS 
WERE DISPATCHED TO A LEVI STRAUSS FACTORY IN THE STATE OF VIRGINIA 
TO STUDY PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES. 

AMERICAN OBSERVERS NOTE THAT, IN HUNGARY, BLUE JEANS HAVE 
CHANGED FROM A SYMBOL OF POLITICAL PROTEST WORN BY YOUNG POTENTIAL 
REVOLUTIONARIES TO AN ITEM WITH BROAD-BASED CONSUMER APPEAL. AND 
WITH THE CHANGE HAS COME OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT APPROVAL OF AN ITEM 
OF CLOTHING IT ONCE EQUATED WITH POLITICAL OPPOSITION AND UNHEALTHY 
ADMIRATION FOR THE WEST. 


JS/RTD 


